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Delivering impact in Asia
A roots-to-riches story 
For a long time, cassava has been considered a 
secondary staple in Asia’s rice-centered food system. 
But since the 1970s, cassava production has expanded 
to serve as a source of food and livestock feed, while 
also providing raw material for the manufacturing of 
pharmaceuticals, industrial starch, biofuels, and other 
products. 
Over the past several decades, CIAT’s research has 
led to significant increases in cassava production and 
productivity, largely through widespread adoption of 
improved varieties but also due to improvements in 
crop husbandry and market linkages. Recent estimates 
suggest that CIAT’s improved varieties account for almost 
90% of the cassava grown across the Greater Mekong 
sub-region, including Thailand and Vietnam, the world’s 
two largest exporters of cassava products. Moreover, 
average cassava yields have doubled since CIAT started 
working in the region. 
CIAT’s research in Southeast Asia has created new 
opportunities for rural people in upland areas to raise 
Regional trends
Southeast Asia has experienced considerable 
economic development in recent decades. As 
a result, average household wealth has greatly 
increased, though inequities persist. There are 
large numbers of urban and peri-urban poor, but 
many of the poorest people live in marginalized 
rural areas. 
Despite rapid growth in other sectors, agriculture 
continues to be an important component of 
Southeast Asian economies. The cassava and 
livestock sector are dynamic, driven by increasing 
local, regional, and global demand. Economic 
growth has created opportunities for agriculture 
but also major challenges. Mounting population 
pressure, together with unsustainable agricultural 
practices, including cultivation of sloping land, 
slash-and-burn agriculture and overgrazing, 
threaten widespread land degradation. 
Additionally, non-agricultural uses of land and 
land grabs pose major threats to smallholder 
farming.
In pursuit of the vision that inspired the establishment of the International Center for Tropical Agriculture (CIAT) over  
45 years ago, our scientists are working to realize the immense potential of tropical agriculture for reducing rural poverty, 
strengthening food and nutrition security, and managing natural resources more sustainably. 
Our research in Asia forms an important part of CIAT’s portfolio. We are guided by the concept of eco-efficiency – the 
concept that competitive and profitable food production can only be sustainably achieved by preserving agrobiodiversity 
and responding to challenges presented by climate change. Aware that impact cannot result from the efforts of one 
organization alone, CIAT complements the efforts of fellow CGIAR centers and many other partners by focusing cutting-
edge research on key crops – in Asia, specifically on cassava and tropical forages – with key cross-cutting themes 
covering linking farmers to markets, soils, natural resource management, and pro-poor policies.
their incomes by responding to increased demand 
for cassava. In this work, partnerships with industry 
associations have proved critical.
Making the most of livestock assets
In Southeast Asia, livestock have served the poor as a 
social safety net, providing insurance or a “bank account” 
during times of need and crisis. The rest of the time they 
were left to graze on native pasture and crop residues. 
With demand for livestock products on the rise, there 
is no better time for poor livestock farmers to take 
advantage of these markets.
Increasingly, more intensive livestock production provides 
regular income for improved livelihoods. Improved 
forages enable farmers to save labor and raise incomes 
by boosting the market value of their livestock. Easy 
access to high-quality tropical forages for animals has 
proved to be a crucial entry point for improving labor use, 
production, management, and animal health. However, 
while better livestock feeding systems have been adopted 
quite widely, further expansion will require promotion of 
new practices across the wide range of ecologies and 
farming systems in the region.
Beyond linking farmers to markets 
Recognizing that rural economic development is one of 
the most effective strategies for reducing extreme poverty 
and hunger, CIAT is working to ensure that smallholders 
profit from emerging market opportunities. Major impact 
is achieved by linking poor farmers effectively into value 
chains for local and regional markets, with additional 
benefits from empowering households with new 
technology, skills, and training.
When the Small-scale Agro-enterprise Development 
in the Uplands (SADU) project, managed by CIAT, 
addressed the marketing of chayote, a leafy green 
vegetable, farmers from the northwestern district of Tan 
Lac in Hoa Binh Province were able to fetch good prices 
at the market and boost their incomes. 
Four years later, the proverbial honeymoon with the 
green leaf is over as more farmers enter the market. Now, 
some farmers are mulling over whether to grow chilies, 
maize, or other more lucrative crops to sell in Hanoi’s 
largest markets. It might seem odd to boast about the 
fact that a crop promoted by SADU is being swapped 
for alternatives. On the contrary, the project’s work was 
less about specific crops and more about responding to 
market opportunities. 
Targeting mainstream markets, linking traders and 
farmers, and introducing farmers to improved technologies 
have paid off for smallholders mentored under the SADU 
project. Other benefits are apparent – for example chayote 
leaves can also be fed to pigs, and thanks to an education 
in basic cost-benefit analysis, remote ethnic minority 
communities are weighing what niche produce to cultivate, 
based on how alternatives are currently doing on the 
market. 
Building on success in Asia
CIAT is seeking new ways to:
•  Engage smallholders more effectively with cassava and 
livestock markets and increase the eco-efficiency of 
these farming systems.
•  Maintain the momentum of the region’s cassava 
boom, working with partners to boost yields by at least 
another 30% through continued genetic improvement 
and better agronomy, as well as pest and disease 
management.
•  Widen the scope of our work to include Myanmar and 
other areas of East and South Asia.
•  Promote climate-smart food production, a critical 
aspect of sustainable agriculture, especially in the highly 
variable and marginal uplands of Southeast Asia. 
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